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OWN THE FUTURE
Final summary of responses to the report of the Civic Society Initiative on the future of the civic society movement
December 2009

Own the future was published at the Civic Societies National Convention in Blackpool on 16 October 2009.  It provided a report on the wide ranging debate undertaken by the Civic Society Initiative about the future of the civic society movement following closure of the Civic Trust, and made a number of proposals.  Comments were invited on the report and specific feedback was requested on five issues:

1. Whether the principles of the movement (collective, networked, independent, federal) and a new national body (campaigning, responsive, light footed, grassroots) are sound.
2. The balance of priorities for the work of the new national body between representing the movement, supporting societies and helping societies network together.
3. How civic societies can best network and share experience – including the proposals to build this around clusters of civic societies and thematic issues rather than Government regions.
4. Defining the common thread uniting the civic society movement – founded on the importance of place, pride, identity and community.
5. The balance between securing independence for the movement and funding it through contributions from individual civic societies on a per capita membership basis.
This paper provides a summary of the feedback and draws out salient issues under each of these headings and on other issues that have been raised.

126 responses were received from civic societies, other organisations and individuals in the period 16 October to 17 December when this report was written.  This included responses from the 99 civic societies listed in Annex A as well as four regional associations (Yorkshire & the Humber, West Midlands, South East, North West).  Some of the responses ran to several pages.  Useful contributions were also made online using the discussion forum and in three Civic Society Live events where volunteers communicated directly with the Civic Society Initiative’s Tony Burton and each other.  Some of the feedback also related to the Time to decide leaflet circulated in early December.  A selection of general comments received on Own the future is included in Annex B. 
Summary
· The principles proposed for the movement and for the new national body are very widely supported.
· There is near universal support for a new national body for the civic movement.
· There are different views about the priorities for the new national body but the emphasis is on its role in representing the movement through campaigning, lobbying and profile raising.
· The proposals for more fluid arrangements for civic societies getting together are widely supported and stimulating a number of fresh ideas and initiatives.  Regional arrangements are supported in some areas but a majority of respondents are keen on more local clusters and more flexibility.  There is real interest in networks of civic societies working around different topics of interest.  The arrangements for civic societies working together should respond to the demands expressed by civic societies and not be centrally managed or prescribed.
· The proposals to base the common thread of the civic movement on place, pride, identity and community has near universal support with respondents keen to define what makes the movement distinctive.

· There are divergent views on the proposed funding arrangements but a majority support the principle of a per capita levy.  It is widely recognised that the shift towards civic societies funding the new arrangements and securing their independence is both essential and difficult to achieve.
· Many respondents want more information on the structure and governance of the new national body and for this to reflect the federal and grassroots principles – since provided in the discussion paper inviting feedback by 15 January.
Issue 1 – Principles
There is wide support for the principles proposed for the movement and the new national body.  51 specific comments were received on this aspect with 38 in support and 3 objections.  There were 2 mixed reactions and 8 other comments.  
Many responses raised issues about how a “federal” approach would be managed in practice and the implications for the structure and governance of the new national body.  The importance of civic societies driving the new arrangements and for the new national body to be responsive to their needs was frequently expressed.  There was a view that a national membership arrangement should be established as an alternative to membership being with local civic societies but more contrary views were expressed.  Many of the replies emphasised that the diversity of the civic movement is a key strength to be nurtured

Issue 2 – Priorities for the national body
There was near universal support for a new national body with only a tiny fraction of replies arguing that civic societies could be self sufficient.  This issue prompted 79 specific responses with 72 in support of a national body, 2 objections and 5 mixed comments.  
There were different views on the relative priority the national body should place on its different roles.  A significant majority believed the lead emphasis of the new national body should be on representing the movement through campaigns, lobbying and profile raising.  26 responses expressed this view while 6 placed the emphasis on supporting civic societies and 2 on encouraging networks and clusters.  38 other comments expressed more general support for a national body working on these issues.
There were numerous suggestions for issues that the national body could lobby and campaign on – from third party rights in the planning system to street clutter.  Views on the level of in-house expertise on planning and other specialist areas were mixed with opposing views expressed.  The need for a strong and inspiring leader for the new national body was mentioned in several responses.  One external response stressed the “enormously important strategic value in the national and institutional landscape” of a national body as well as the value to individual civic societies.  The value of the national body helping unlock the “phenomenal knowledge” held in local societies for wider benefit was also mentioned.  A number of comments related the role of the national body to the available funding and called for it to start modestly and expand as resources permitted.  Those advocating a more modest approach tended to emphasise the value of the national body in supporting societies and networking rather than the more dominant call for it to campaign, lobby and raise the profile of the movement.  There were also calls for and against the national body having an office in London.  Again, the voices calling for campaigning and lobbying recognised the benefits of a presence in London more.  Some of the comments emphasised that the national body could broker more national deals and also help simplify arrangements for civic societies needing, for example, clearance for volunteers to work with children.  
Issue 3 – Clusters and networks
Own the future’s proposals for more fluid arrangements for civic societies to work together have prompted a number of initiatives and new thinking.  There were 55 specific responses on this issue with 44 in support of the proposal and 11 mixed views.  A common refrain is for any arrangements to be driven by civic societies and not fitted into prescribed arrangements.

Views on the existing regional arrangements continue to be varied.  Many hold strong views at either end of the debate and a majority who expressed a view were keen to develop more local clusters.  There was strong support for more creative use of information technology and a number of initiatives are evidently underway to explore local clusters.  There were differing views on how clusters or regional groupings should be funded with some seeing this as the role of the national body and others supporting local funding arrangements.  A number of ideas are coming forward for topic networks on issues such as coastal towns, core cities blue plaques and working with schools.  A few comments mentioned the need to be clear about how civic societies in adjacent or overlapping areas work together.  One region stressed the importance of the mandate it received from having all civic societies in its membership when dealing with partners and in regional lobbying.
Issue 4 – Defining the common thread
The need to be clearer about the common thread uniting the movement was a key conclusion in Own the future.  This issue prompted 43 specific responses with 37 in support, 1 mixed view and 5 other comments.  There were a number of suggestions to help clarify what makes the civic movement distinctive.  Some encouraged a clear urban focus to come through while others emphasised the importance of local people taking action about local places.  There were a number of views emphasising that the civic movement is about more than heritage.  There were also comments that the focus might need to shift over time in response to a changing world, especially with the rising importance of environmental issues.
Issue 5 – Funding and independence
The question of funding attracted the most comment and the greatest diversity of views.  On the one hand there was majority support for a per capita levy.  On the other some responses felt the proposals were simply unaffordable or should be funded by grants from government or other sources.  In total there were 108 specific responses on the funding question.  54 supported the principle of a per capita levy and of these 15 supported a £1 levy, 4 supported a £2 levy and 10 supported £3.  25 others supported the levy in principle but were not specific about the level.  29 responses expressed mixed views and there were 25 who objected to the proposals.  We received information for an additional 13 civic societies in one region where 8 agree with the per capita levy and 3 others would contribute financially.
Funding was widely recognised as the key issue.  Many expressing mixed views showed sympathy for the proposed levy per member but did not believe that enough civic societies would participate.  Some suggested that the size of the national body proposed should be scaled back and grow more organically.  Heritage Link raised the option of it hosting a “light touch low cost network” simply providing for information exchange.  There were a number of comments encouraging good use of volunteer expertise within the movement.  
A number of societies expressed concern about the possible impact of increasing fees on membership numbers were they to choose that means of raising funds for the levy.  Many felt the issues needed discussion with their members and so any changes in membership fee could not be introduced until after an AGM.  For some this would be in late 2010 at the earliest.  Other societies expressed concern about the extra cost but wanted to be part of the new national body.  One suggestion was a two tier system where some societies are charged less and receive fewer services.  Several societies indicated that they charged low membership fees as a principle in order to attract as large a membership as possible.  A small number of societies indicated that they wanted to retain very low membership fees and operate on limited resources only at a very local level and so would not be interested in joining a national body.  Other concerns were about the share of total resources that would be spent on joining the national body.  Some smaller societies felt the approach might work against their interests while some larger societies suggested a cap on the overall fee.  Smaller societies also suggested those with significant resources might be asked to contribute more.
There were many positive comments, however, and a simple majority of respondents supported the per capita levy approach.  It was widely recognised that independence and influence would only come by a change in the way civic societies funded themselves and this would require time to develop the necessary culture.  It was noted that a £3 levy if chosen worked out at less than a penny a day.
A number of suggestions were made for other ways of raising the funds.  These ranged from a call for a “fairy godmother” to seeking core funds from government and other sources.  Others urged caution on this given the Civic Trust’s experience of becoming dependent on government funds.  There was a suggestion that societies seek donations from their members and charge more for events.  A number of replies indicated that civic societies would pay for their membership of the national body without increasing membership fees and others would only increase them in future years.  There were also suggestions that the national body charge civic societies for services. 
Alternatives to the levy per member included the suggestion that societies base the levy on the number of addresses in their mailing list or the level of incoming resources and not on individual members.  Another response suggested that the levy be based on the total population of the civic society’s catchment or even the size of its committee.  There were suggestions to start the levy at £1 and increase it to £3 over a few years while others suggested the reverse - starting it at £3 and reducing it to £1.

A common concern was that a levy which included life members would be a perpetual drain on civic societies but some expressed a view that a one-off contribution should be made for existing and any future life members.  A number of comments referred to the different membership categories in different civic societies which needed to be accommodated.  There was also some discussion of the “benefits” which members might receive, such as a magazine, and whether it should be possible for individuals to join the national body if they aren’t a member of a local civic society.  There was a distinction in some of the comments between those societies that view their role as a “service” to members, such as providing interesting talks and outings, and those who view their role more widely in terms of acting as a champion for the local place.
The problem of civic societies being asked to contribute to an organisation which does not yet exist was raised in a number of responses.  There were requests for a clearer business plan whilst also recognising that societies will be asked to make a “leap of faith” in establishing something from scratch.

Next steps
The responses to Own the future will shape the final decisions of the Civic Society Initiative on the way forward.  These are expected in February 2010 when civic societies will be asked to join.  The intention is to establish the new national body in April 2010.  Funding for the Civic Society Initiative ends in May 2010.
The other main strands of work are to finalise the structure and governance of the new national body following responses to the discussion paper.  We are also working with civic society volunteers in a facilitated project better to define the common thread and articulate the “story” of the civic movement and determine the attitude, style and tone of voice it should adopt to be effective.  This should help provide the basis for establishing the purpose of the new body as well as its mission, vision, identity (including logo and name) and values.  These should be announced in February.  We are also exploring funding and partnership options to support the initial phase of the new national body.  
Annex A

CIVIC SOCIETIES RESPONDING TO OWN THE FUTURE
Amwell Society

Banbury Civic Society

Bexley Civic Society

Blackheath Society

Blackpool Civic Trust

Bourne Civic Society

Bournemouth Civic Society

Bradford on Avon Preservation Trust
Brewood Civic Society

Bridlington and District Civic Society
Bristol Civic Society

Brixton Society

Bullbridge and Sawmills Area Civic Society

Buntingford Civic Society

Burton upon Trent Civic Society

Bury St Edmunds Society
Cheltenham Civic Society

Chichester Society
City Heritage Society

City of Winchester Trust

Corbridge Village Trust
Corsham Civic Society
Crewkerne Civic Society

Daventry and District Civic Society

Deal Society

Dover Society

Fleet and Church Crookham Society

Fordingbridge Society
Forest of Galtres Society

Formby Civic Society

Godalming Trust
Halifax Civic Trust

Harborne Society
Harrow Heritage Trust
Hartford Civic Society

Hartford Conservation Group

Harwich Society
Heath and Hampstead Society

Herne Hill Society
Hinckley Civic Society

Hitchin Society

Hoddesdon Society

Hornsea and District Civic Society

Horsforth Civic Society

Hull Civic Society

Huntingdon and Godmanchester Civic Society

Kenilworth Society

King’s Lynn Civic Society

Kirkby Lonsdale and District Civic Society
Knowle Society
Leicester Civic Society

Lytham St Anne’s Civic Society

Maidenhead Civic Society
Market Harborough Civic Society

Melbourne Civic Society

Melton Mowbray and District Civic Society

Milton Conservation Society

Morpeth and District Civic Society

Neston Civic Society

Newbury Civic Society

New Folkestone Society

North Meols Civic Society
Odiham Society

Ossett Civic Trust

Oxford Civic Society

Penrith Civic Society

Peterborough Civic Society

Petersfield Society

Pinner Association

Plymouth Civic Society

Pontefract Civic Society
Potters Bar Society
Retford Civic Society

Romsey and District Society
Royal Tunbridge Wells Society

Sid Vale Association
Skipton in Craven Civic Society

Southwell Civic Society

St James’s Conservation Trust

St Mawes and St Just in Roseland
Stokesley Society
Sutton Coldfield Civic Society

Swindon Civic Trust

Taunton and District Civic Society

Tewkesbury Civic Society

Tiverton Civic Society

Tonbridge Civic Society

Wakefield Civic Society

Wandsworth Society

Warminster Civic Trust

Welwyn Garden City Society

West Hampstead Amenity and Transport

Wetherby Civic Society

Whitby Civic Society
Wigan Civic Trust

Wimbledon Society

Wimborne Civic Society

Wisbech Society and Preservation Trust

Wymondham Heritage Society
Annex B
General comments received on Own the future
The following is a selection of general comments received – mostly positive, some less so:

“Well done, good report”
“The amount of thought and work in the report was commended”
“I am full of admiration for the efforts everyone has put into getting this far”
“I would just like to convey congratulations to Tony Burton and team on a job well done and to a tight timescale”
“It was an excellent summary of your research so far and the possibilities for the way ahead”
“We all thought your report was very well produced and very interesting”
“A thorough analysis of the information”
“Very superficial and unimpressive listing of the issues that are familiar to us all”
“We heartily welcome the report”
“It encapsulates the positives and negatives brilliantly”
“Thank you for asking the difficult questions”
“A useful and fairly comprehensive analysis”
“Critical of the length and diffuse nature of the consultation document”
“We congratulate you all on the thoroughness of the report and the work that has gone into its compilation.  It is obvious that the organisation is in safe hands”
“The report is an impressive document based as it is on such an extensive consultation exercise”
“Well done for the report! An excellent piece of work”
“We remain impressed by what you have achieved in the available timeframe and heartened by the very positive outcome to date”
“The report is a professional piece of work that covers all the key issues”
“A very thorough report”
“You are doing a wonderful job”
“Excellent document”
“We left Blackpool full of enthusiasm for the future”

“Concentrates on superficialities which are merely symptoms of the problem”
“Well researched document”
“Well done CSI.  You’ve all done a super job”

“It is an impressive amount of work for so small an organisation and commendably clear, concise and to the point”
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